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Abstract
Academic burnout is defined as experiencing emotional exhaustion, having
cynical attitudes toward other people and one’s studies, and feeling unable
to achieve one’s academic goals (Schaufeli et al., 2002b). Academic burnout
has been observed among college student populations, and its prevalence is
increasing as college students are more susceptible to psychological illness,
are experiencing peak levels of life stress between ages 18 and 33, and are
learning to handle novel demands associated with emerging adulthood (APA,
2012; NAMI , 2019). Internal factors, such as motivational style, attitude, and
coping mechanisms, have been shown to mediate the relationship between
demands and burnout (Gan et al., 2007; Vizoso et al., 2019). Universities that
create burnout prevention programs based on development of soft skills to help
students process demands in healthy ways may decrease the number of students
who need curative psychological services and contribute to the overall well-being
of their students long after graduation.
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Reducing Collegiate Burnout: Predictive Factors,
Harmful Effects, and Preventative and Curative Strategies
The Twitter account @CollegeStudent showcases a unique hybrid of cartoon
images, pop
culture references, and random Internet videos to illustrate life
as a 21st century college student. The account has amassed over two million
followers, with hundreds of thousands of retweets and comments on posts about
stress, lack of sleep, skipping one class to do homework for another, and living
on free snacks from obscure campus events. Although these online snippets of
student life are coated in satire, the content is driven by real, shared experiences
representing what it means to be a college student—in a crude sense, to be
overstressed, overtired, and underfunded.
For many young adults, entering the college years presents a sharp increase
in independence and responsibility to meet a variety of intense and sustained
demands. Such demands affect nearly all aspects of life: academic, psychological,
social, financial, and emotional (Sarros & Densten, 1989). University upperclassmen
and graduate students continue to experience the stress of balancing the demands
of being a student (Jacobs & Dodd, 2003; McLuckie et al., 2018). While the profile
of a stressed college student is a norm in the media and on campus, many
studies have illuminated the negative effects of sustained or chronic stressors on
physical and psychological health (Schneiderman et al., 2005). College students
are expected to handle a variety of demands and are susceptible to the negative
consequences of those sustained stressors.
The trend of psychological burnout, originally studied as a phenomenon in
social-service workers, is now seen in university students. According to Schaufeli
et al. (2002b), student burnout is characterized by emotional exhaustion, cynical
attitudes toward other people and one’s studies, and feeling unable to achieve one’s
academic goals. The categories of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and
personal efficacy are concepts found in the popular Maslach Burnout Inventory
(MBI) initially designed for use in the workplace. Burnout is reliably characterized
by these three measures, as the inventory has been administered to people
with various occupations, nationalities, and languages (Schaufeli et al., 2002a).
Researchers have primarily focused on factors that mediate the relationship between
demands and burnout, as not all who experience heavy workloads automatically
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experience the effects of burnout (Schaufeli et al., 2002b). However, little research
currently exists on how to apply such findings to enhance student well-being.
The attention that the psychological community dedicates to student burnout is
merited by its association with other mental illnesses, effects on future job performance,
role in premature college exit, and overall negative impact on well-being (Cortes
et al., 2014; May et al., 2018; Peterka-Bonetta et al., 2019; Salmela-Aro et al.,
2011). Burnout is pathologically unique because many of the environmental factors
that could be precursors to burnout are also key elements of engagement, which
engagement is similarly characterized by intense effort and exertion in meeting
the demands of one’s lifestyle (Stoeber et al., 2011). Fortunately, research on
engagement and burnout has revealed that a student’s attitudes, traits, and
coping strategies can predict whether their life demands will lead to engagement
or burnout (Jacobs & Dodd, 2003). It is imperative that students recognize the
symptoms of burnout in themselves and become
educated on which coping
strategies are most effective to prevent and reduce burnout.
While many universities have recognized the need for services dedicated
to student well-being, they are becoming increasingly overextended with the
rising number of students who seek psychological services (Center for Collegiate
Mental Health [CCMH], 2020). Because academic burnout is a relatively
new phenomenon in comparison to anxiety and depressive disorders
and the
environmental factors involved in burnout are common to most college students,
there are few formal services that address burnout. Universities should mandate
formal education about psychological burnout and teach valuable coping strategies
for how to avoid it.

Burnout in College-Aged Young Adults
The demands and dynamism of young-adult life, especially college student
life, justify studying burnout in students. Burnout was originally studied in older
adults who were established in the workforce, but researchers began to notice
that the pressures many college students face could also lead to burnout because
school environments and work environments are comparably stressful (Vizoso
et al., 2019). Given that burnout is considered a detrimental psychological and
physiological condition, it is more likely to affect populations who are already
compromised by other health challenges and life instabilities (Schaufeli et al.,
2002b; Vizoso et al., 2019). Examining common young adult health challenges
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2020
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and the nature of burnout illuminates why college students are especially
susceptible to burnout.

Conceptualizing Burnout
The concept of burnout is closely related to stress and mental illness and
has recently gained attention in the literature for its harmful effects on young
adults. Student burnout is typically measured through self-completion of the
Maslach Burnout Inventory–Student Survey (MBI–SS), which measures emotional
exhaustion, cynicism toward schoolwork, and lack of self-efficacy or inability to
successfully meet academic demands (Schaufeli et al., 2002b). Researchers do
not agree on how long it takes for students to experience burnout or if their
year of school (i.e., freshman, sophomore, junior, senior) matters for burnout
score. Studies have been conducted at the beginning of the school term, at the
halfway mark, and the week before finals, with first through fourth year students
in undergraduate programs, and even with medical students (Jacobs & Dodd,
2003; Law, 2007; McLuckie et al., 2018). Students reported significant levels of
burnout in a variety of settings and times in the school year, suggesting that the
causes of burnout can be attributed to more than present scholastic pressures
and that its effects may extend after the school year is over.

Health Challenges in Young Adults
Many studies have found that college students are vulnerable to psychological
and physiological illnesses (Jacobs & Dodd, 2003; Law, 2007; Williams et al., 2018).
Stress is defined as the body’s physiological and psychological response to internal
or external change (American Psychological Association [APA], 2020), and
current research shows that young adults are typically more stressed than children or
the elderly (APA, 2012). Although short-term stress can be helpful in physiological
performance and mental concentration, the harmful effects of long-term stress are
well-documented in published literature. These effects include immune
system
depression, lower-quality sleep, increased strain on interpersonal relationships, and
lower academic performance (Law, 2007; Schneiderman et al., 2005; Towbes &
Cohen, 1996). Stress is also thought to be related to mental illness, which is becoming
increasingly prevalent among college-aged students (CCMH, 2020). According to
the National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI, 2019), the median age of onset
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/intuition/vol15/iss2/9
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for mental disorders ranges from late teens through early 20s, and most lifelong
mental illnesses are diagnosed by age 24. This indicates that people may be more
likely to experience high stress or develop mental illness in their college years
than in other stages of life, which could increase their susceptibility to developing
comorbidities.

Effects of Burnout
The negative effects of burnout in students are similar to those found in
earlier studies with human-service workers, such as low job or school attendance,
decreased quality of work, and increased likelihood of quitting or dropping
out (Law, 2007). In some cases, the effects of burnout may be more intense
for students because most of the academic workload is handled outside the
classroom, whereas paid work stressors are typically confined to the workplace
(Law, 2007). Kuo et al. (2018) found that high levels of burnout led to avoidancecoping strategies, which were related to increased academic stress and negatively
impacted academic success. Jacobs and Dodd (2003) further suggested that
burnout was associated with negative temperament, insomnia, and increased
drug and alcohol use. In addition, the long-term effects of burnout appear
to extend to increased likelihood of dropping out of college, experiencing
job burnout after college, developing cardiovascular disease, and developing
hypertension (May et al., 2018; Peterka-Bonetta et al., 2019; Salmela-Aro et
al., 2011). Although the environment in which burnout occurs is academic, its
consequences appear to negatively impact many present and future aspects of
life for students.
Because burnout is an amalgam of three different negative internal states
(emotional exhaustion, cynicism and lack of self-efficacy), some effects of burnout are
more strongly associated with certain constituent states. Jacobs and Dodd (2003)
observed that emotional exhaustion was associated with negative temperament
and higher perceived levels of workload. They also found that reduced selfefficacy was associated with lower perceived social support and less time spent
in extracurricular activities. Cynicism toward studies has been more extensively
studied in relation to its proposed opposite, which is optimism. Vizoso et al. (2019)
concluded that optimism was negatively related to other dimensions of burnout
and maladaptive coping strategies. More research is needed to clarify the unique
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effects of cynicism as a function of burnout, but emotional exhaustion and
decreased self-efficacy both appear to pose threats to student well-being.

Preventative and Coping Strategies in Formal Settings
The establishment of grassroots organizations like NAMI near the turn of
the 21st Century and the rise of social media as a platform to speak openly
about mental illness have contributed to the further establishment of mental
health services (NAMI, 2020). But these services are relatively new, and schools
are finding that their clinics are being overloaded with students requesting help,
despite measures to expand staff (CCHM, 2020). These trends suggest that
achieving healthy student populations may require a more sustainable approach
than treating the afflicted.
Although academic burnout is linked to many harmful psychological
and physiological disorders, it currently does not appear in the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, which suggests that students who
experience academic burnout may not receive the help they need unless they
exhibit symptoms for other illnesses that are more easily diagnosed (American
Psychiatric Association Publishing, 2020). Fortunately, research about academic
burnout has elucidated many predictive factors that could be used to form more
effective prevention courses and targeted treatment programs. In order to reduce
academic burnout, and consequently the prevalence of other mental illnesses
on campus, schools should implement research-based preventative and curative
programs like those used to teach soft skills in primary and secondary schools.

Effectiveness of Internal Factors to Mediate Burnout
Many studies on academic burnout have shown that the demands students
face and the experience of burnout are not directly correlated; instead, many
internal factors and soft skills are thought to mediate the relationship between
demands and burnout (Brissette et al., 2002; Chang et al., 2016; Woo Kyeong,
2013). Some students with demanding workloads and social pressures do not
experience burnout, but instead experience engagement, which is “a positive,
fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication,
and absorption” (Schaufeli et al., 2002b, p. 74). One popular theory as to why
internal factors mediate demands and burnout is the demand-resource theory
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/intuition/vol15/iss2/9
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which was originally posed to explain work stress (Williams et al., 2018). In an
academic context, students typically experience burnout when their personal
resources are exhausted by their perceived demands. Factors studied by other
researchers (such as motivation, attitude, and coping skills) tend to act as personal
resources for students. Although most burnout studies do not focus on the
theoretical origins, the research is rapidly growing in support of the impact of
motivational style, personal attitude, and coping skills on predicting academic
burnout.

Motivation
Student motivational style has been shown to mediate the relationship
between demands and burnout. Motivational styles have been operationalized
in many ways, including the study of perfectionism, passion, and intrinsic or
extrinsically located constructs. Stoeber et al. (2011) found that when students were
passionately engaged in academic activities because they were personally fulfilling,
they experienced decreased exhaustion, cynicism, and inefficiency. Chang et
al. (2016) similarly indicated that students who reported acting on self-imposed
perfectionism and high personal standards to achieve their goals experienced
less burnout than students who felt their experience of perfectionism was socially
prescribed. According to Rubino et al. (2009) intrinsic motivation was a protective
factor against academic burnout, and external regulation significantly predicted
exhaustion and cynicism. Motivation based on the personal importance of work
is associated with less burnout, and externally prescribed motivation appears to
increase the likelihood of burnout.

Attitude
Attitude toward demands (such as academic workload or social obligations)
is thought to act as a cognitive expression of motivational style and has been
shown to predict the occurrence of burnout in students. The role of optimism in
predicting mental illness is consistently found in research on burnout. According
to Vizoso et al. (2019), optimism negatively predicted emotional exhaustion;
similarly, Brissette et al. (2002) found that students who reported feeling high
levels of optimism at the start of school experienced smaller increases in stress
and depression over the course of a semester than their less optimistic peers.
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2020

5final edit 1 spring2021-guts.indd 101

101

7

1/8/22 8:57 PM

Intuition:
TheStudent
BYU Undergraduate
Journal
Psychology,
[2020], Iss.
2, Art. 9
Reducing
College
Burnout: Predictive
Factors,ofHarmful
Effects,Vol.
and15
Preventative
Strategies

Although optimism does not typically decrease objective workload or eradicate
psychological distress, it appears to have a clear mitigating effect. Research also
indicates that a student’s appraisal of their workload is more closely related to
burnout than their objective workload, which means that students who believe
they have intense workloads are more likely to experience burnout than students
who do not (Jacobs & Dodd, 2003). These findings suggest that attitude is a
powerful mediator between demands and burnout because of the predictive
significance of optimistic perspective.

Coping
Both motivational style and attitude can be expressed behaviorally as coping
mechanisms, which play a key role in predicting and preventing burnout. Adaptive
and culturally appropriate coping strategies, coping flexibility, and practicing self-compassion
all negatively predict burnout. According to Vizoso et al. (2019), adaptive coping strategies
such as problem solving, cognitive restructuring, expressing emotions, and social
support negatively predicted exhaustion and cynicism and positively predicted
efficacy. However, what may be an adaptive coping mechanism in one situation
could be maladaptive in another context, which highlights the role of coping
flexibility (Gan et al., 2007). Students who can adjust their coping mechanisms
depending on if their problem is mental, emotional, or social are also less likely to
experience burnout (Gan et al., 2007). Coping flexibility is thought to be related to
socio- or ethnocentric coping strategies, which are coping strategies that increase
in-group connection and social acceptance because they reflect social norms
(Kuo et al., 2018). Effective utilization of culturally relevant coping strategies
has shown to decrease emotional exhaustion, which is a key component of
burnout. Self-compassion, which is a form of adaptive cognitive restructuring,
is also related to lower levels of burnout and increased psychological well-being
(Woo Kyeong, 2013). Together, these findings suggest that burnout can be
prevented as students learn adaptive coping strategies and understand when to
appropriately use them.

Teaching Burnout Prevention
There are unique barriers to teaching burnout prevention as an intervention
program in college communities. If burnout intervention programs are structured
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/intuition/vol15/iss2/9
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as optional classes, it may be difficult for students to devote time, attention,
and money to taking such optional credits due the academic rigor of college.
Meta-analyses on burnout and stress psychoeducation programs also show that
most programs are implemented in conjunction with work or primary-school
attendance (Awa et al., 2010; Kragg et al., 2006). The nature of work and school
environments is typically one of daily attendance with interactions between
stable social groups, whereas college students interact more superficially with a
wide variety of peers and authority figures, which could hinder implementation
of a daily intervention program.
Studies reviewing teaching methods and results of psychoeducational
programs show that programs are generally effective in reducing stress and
preventing burnout over time, and specific modifications to existing methodology
could make programs successful for college students despite the aforementioned
limitations (Awa et al., 2010; Kragg et al., 2006). In a meta-analysis conducted
by Awa et al. (2010), skills commonly taught in burnout prevention programs
included cognitive behavioral training, counseling, communication skill training,
relaxation exercises, and social support skills. Successful psychoeducational
programs typically depend on in-class education and at-home practice, so even
if students do not have class time every day, their practice time implementing
the soft skills learned in class can still be effective (Awa et al., 2010). Based on
the research elucidating motivation, attitude, and coping skills as key mediating
factors between demand and burnout, there is room for improvement to existing
psychoeducational models. These modifications for burnout prevention teaching
include addressing the importance of intrinsic motivation, healthy passion for
achievement, optimism,
self-compassion, and coping skills.

Conclusion
Though the pseudonymous @CollegeStudent attributes all their problems
to the academic rigor and various pressures of student life, it is more accurate
to state that they are suffering from a lack of personal resources to handle their
demands and, consequently, are experiencing burnout. Social media platforms
such as Twitter let students share their school stress with people who can relate,
but this practice may ultimately contribute to the rise of student burnout because
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the roots of the problem, such as attitude, motivation, and coping skills, are
internal.
The young adult years, including the college years, are typically dynamic
and demanding, which is thought to contribute to increased susceptibility for
burnout. Young adults are typically more stressed than older adults and are likely
in the process of making decisions with lifelong consequences such as choosing
a career path or selecting a life partner (APA, 2012). During the college years,
young adults are more likely to develop mental illness than at any other stage
in life, which may lead to developing unhealthy habits or coping skills later
(NAMI, 2019). Young adult psychological and physiological challenges, with the
additional demands of being a student, may contribute to the risk and prevalence
of burnout, which appears to have harmful short- and long-term effects on
academic and professional careers as well as on mental and physical health.
Campus psychological services and options, such as wellness and recreational
courses, can help students who experience mental illness, but there are few services
to prevent burnout (which is often a precursor to mental illness), and they would
be most effective if built on the research about the relationship between demands
and burnout. Students are increasingly requesting psychological services,
especially for anxiety and depressive disorders, so implementing programs that
could keep students out of curative services may help reduce the patient load of
campus psychologists (CCMH, 2020). By implementing mandatory courses to
educate students on the predictors of burnout and by teaching them to develop
the soft skills that control how they process demands, university educators
may create healthier campus communities and more successful alumni in the
workplace.
Although the demands that college students typically face ultimately
allow them to experience new challenges that are important to the process of
becoming financially, socially, and emotionally self-sufficient, these young adults
are a vulnerable population psychologically and deserve resources to teach them
how to manage the novel and intense demands of adulthood. Research shows
that students can be healthily engaged with many life demands, and those who
are intrinsically motivated, optimistic, and use adaptive coping strategies flexibly
are more likely to avoid burnout than those who do not understand their role
in handling demands successfully (Gan et al., 2007; Rubino et al., 2009; Vizoso
et al., 2019). If students are educated as part of their university curriculum
about how to develop the soft skills to avoid burnout, they are more likely to be
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/intuition/vol15/iss2/9
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psychologically and physiologically healthy and successful in college and in the
workforce.
Research on college student burnout is relatively new, which means there are
limitations that may affect the application of findings and there is room for future
studies. Many studies on burnout were conducted on undergraduate populations
even though burnout has also been identified in graduate school students, so it
is possible that different mediating factors between demands and distress exist at
different levels of one’s educational career (McLuckie et al., 2018). Researchers
may also use different surveys to measure burnout besides the MBI–SS, which
variation could contribute to varying interpretation of results.
Universities most often address stress through relief programs or services.
As schools move to prevention models of treatment, effective practices can be
synthesized into existing hypothetical models of effective burnout-prevention
courses or programs. Although the research supporting prevention programs is
still growing, conclusions thus far are consistent: burnout tends to be pervasive
on campuses and detrimental to student health, and it can be effectively reduced
with the right preventative strategies.
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Appendix
Figure 1
ERI Model for Educational Contexts

Imbalance maintained…
• If no alternative choice is available
• If accepted for strategic reasons
• If individual is overcommitted to their work
Note. Students who feel that their efforts are not adequately matched by rewards
may experience academic burnout, and the contributing factors to such imbalance
as mentioned above may be modified through student motivational style and
attitude. Adapted from “More Pain than Gain: Effort–Reward Imbalance, Burnout,
and Withdrawal Intentions Within a University Student Population,” (Williams et
al., 2018).
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